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Editorial 

All change at the Society. The main transition is that Brenda Almond has stepped down as 

President. Brenda has supported the Society for many years and taken on the responsibilities 

of Vice-President and President. A high point of her tenure was the celebration of the 

Society's centenary in 2012 at the Malmesbury Conference. 

Apart from her own writings, which include The Fragmenting Family, Exploring Ethics: a 

Traveller's Tale, Moral Concerns and The Philosophical Quest, her impact on philosophy has 

been considerable. On the national scene she has been a major figure in the development of 

applied philosophy and applied ethics. We are honoured to have benefited from her energy 

and commitment over many years and we are delighted that she will continue to help us in 

the role of Vice-President. 

Not everything turned out as planned and we are sorry that Henry Tam will not be joining us 

as our new President as we announced in the last edition. We are pleased, however, that he 

will continue to support the Society and contribute to our events. Brenda is a hard act to 

follow and it is yet to be decided who is to become her successor. 

We have a new editor of The Philosopher. Alan Brown adds the editorship to his 

responsibilities as secretary. Since 1995 Martin Cohen filled this role. He was an energetic 

editor who redesigned the journal and contributed many of his own articles and reviews full 

of interest and controversy. The journal was only a small part of his considerable 

philosophical output. He has written widely on philosophical questions and on current affairs. 

Among his books are 101 Problems in Philosophy, Wittgenstein's Beetle and other Classic 

Thought Experiments and The Doomsday Machine: The High Price of Nuclear Energy, the 

World's Most Dangerous Fuel. We are very grateful for all the work he 

has done for the Society over the years. You can find his lively website at 

http://www.philosophical-investigations.org/. 

We also have a new Chair, Ben Basing, the long-serving convenor of the London Group. 

Michael Bavidge steps down from the post which he has held for many years. He continues 

to support the Society and hopes particularly to contribute to the growth of local groups. 

We are grateful to all of you for your support. Our main activities continue to be the 

production of the journal, The Philosopher, sponsoring of local groups, organising 

conferences and maintaining our website www.philsoceng.uk. We need your support and 

involvement especially in this period change. 

The theme of the main articles in this issue is childhood - or, more specifically, the tricky 

matter of understanding the transition from the infant mind to possession of fully fledged 

adult capacities for reflective consciousness and cognition. The empirical study of this kind 

of development must confront difficult questions, such as how richly are we entitled to 

describe what underlies an infant’s responses to the world and other people. It is hard to come 

up with concepts that capture the middle ground between fully adult cognition and merely 

instinctive and crude responses to stimuli. Moreover, a commitment to scientific objectivity 
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can lead researchers to describe the psychological reality underlying infant behaviour in 

minimal terms, for fear of naively projecting or over-interpreting. 

The two papers here, in different ways, emphasise an aspect of the development of infants’ 

cognition which has tended to be ignored, namely its embeddedness in relationships with 

primary caregivers. Of course, no one would deny the role of others in the development of 

children. What the articles here try to offer is a distinctive account of how we can avoid 

under-describing infants’ psychological resources at the earliest stages and build a bridge 

between infant and adult experience. They raise many questions which we like to think will 

generate discussion in local groups. We welcome any comments you may like to send as 

letters to the Editor. 

  

  

  

  

The Philosopher’s Child 

Michael Bavidge 

  

Most contemporary philosophers take for granted that human beings are as much part of the 

natural world as lions or tigers. When they face problems in the philosophy of mind, they feel 

that they cannot appeal to any transcendent, other-worldly realities. Whatever explains our 

capacities as intelligent, social animals must lie comfortably within the natural order of 

things. And yet they find terrible difficulties in trying to explain the relationship between 

ourselves and everything else. They still see a world-splitting chasm between our cognitive 

capacities and the properties of the physical world. And not only that, they find another gap 

which causes them at least as much trouble - the gap between ourselves and the rest of the 

animate world. Of course we believe that we evolved from other forms of life. But how can 

we imagine a smooth shift from the experience of brute animals to human experience. Given 

that animals have different sorts of experience from ours, how can there be a continuity 

between our experience and the experience of chimpanzees or molluscs? 

  

There is another continuity problem closer to home: what have we to say about the 

relationship between the experience of infants and of adults? Perhaps we can be more 

optimistic here. After all children belong to the same species as adults; they are ours; once we 

were one of them; they are all around us, crawling all over us, at all hours of day and night. 

How familiar. What’s more, they are, barring grave misfortune or mistreatment, en route to 

us. Surely there cannot be much of a problem in philosophically tracking the child’s progress 

from helpless babe to the small child competently speaking her mother tongue, selecting 

channels on TV and listening to her iPod? But down the ages, philosophers have managed to 
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find it mysterious. The result is a tradition reaching back to Plato of down-grading childhood 

experience. 

  

In the Meno Socrates purports to show that strictly speaking we do not learn, and that what 

we call learning is only a process of recollection. He demonstrates his point by eliciting 

geometric theorems from an uneducated slave boy by just asking him questions (he tells him 

nothing, gives him no information). His conclusion is: 

 ... if there have been always true thoughts in him ... which only need to be awakened into 

knowledge by putting questions to him, his soul must have always possessed this knowledge. 

  

Socrates can allow no middle ground between absence of knowledge and 'true thoughts'. One 

deep-set Platonic assumption is that perfection is intelligible and the imperfection 

unintelligible, including the provisional, the temporary, the on-its-way. The transience of 

childhood is no country for eternal ideas. The denial of learning means that childhood is not a 

period in which the psyche grows and develops. It is a disguise the psyche takes on, or a 

benighted state it has been condemned to. 

  

Descartes thought that he had to disown childhood before he could begin his philosophical 

enterprise. Childhood is a phase of human life characterized by cognitive dependence; it lacks 

the autonomy of which the Cogito ergo sum is the inner core. Descartes thinks we would be 

much better without it, if it were not for the tiresome necessity that we have to be brought up: 

...  because it was necessary for us to be governed for a long time by our appetites and our 

supervisors ... it is almost impossible that our judgments are as pure and solid as they would 

have been if we had had the total use of our reason from the moment of our birth and had 

never been led by anything but our reason.
1
 

  

Childhood is, from the point of view of knowledge, a liability because being your own boss, 

making up your mind, seeing things clearly for yourself are essential to understanding. It is 

another instance of the continuity problem: how can there be middle ground between the 

infant who depends on others for everything and the philosophical hero who stands on his 

own two cognitive feet? 

 

 

  

                                                           
1
 Descartes, Discourse on Method, Part II 
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Spinoza went even further. He wrote: 

So ... we see that no one pities an infant, because it cannot speak, walk, or reason, or lastly, 

because it passes so many years, as it were, in unconsciousness.
2
 

  

He suggests that children are not really conscious for the same reason that, notoriously, 

Descartes denied consciousness to animals altogether. He thought that experience without 

rationality was equivalent to unconsciousness. 

  

There are contemporary theorists who go in the opposite direction - they have a high opinion 

of the capacities of the very young - but they share the same underlying logic of the 

traditional down-graders. Their strategy is to defend the cognitive wealth of childhood 

experience, by upping the ante on the child’s rationality. For example, recent research shows 

that babies are aware of and interact with other people much earlier than had been thought - 

at least than had been thought by previous researchers.  To explain their communicative 

competence it seems we have to attribute to them a Theory of Mind. That is, the infant 

interacting with its mother has to have a concept of belief and a theory about the beliefs held 

by its mother. This explains why Alison Gobnik, a leading researcher in developmental 

psychology, says, with malice aforethought, that a baby’s thinking is 'like the thinking of the 

most brilliant scientist.
3
 

  

Why have theorists painted themselves into this corner - unable to decide whether babies are 

unconscious or brilliant scientists? Partly because of the tendency to identify experience with 

rationality (defined in a particular way); and going along with that, a rejection of the 

cognitive value of up-bringing. In infancy we assimilate opinions which are produced in us 

from a source of which we have no knowledge and over which we have no control; we 

acquire habits of thinking and feeling acquired God knows how. Infancy is an outrage to 

thinkers like Descartes and Spinoza because it is a stage of non-rationality out of which a 

rational being develops. Plato and Alison Gobnik, on the other hand, think that babies are, 

like the Scarlet Pimpernel, damned, elusive theorists in disguise. 

  

The attempt to avoid this dilemma reveals weaknesses not just in our accounts of childhood 

but in our general theory of mind. Rethinking childhood encourages us to re-examine how we 

become and remain embedded in the world; it brings home to us how dependent we are on 

others not just for our survival, but for the ways in which we think and act. 

  

                                                           
2
 Spinoza. Ethics, Part V 

3 http://www.ted.com/talks/alison_gopnik_what_do_babies_think.html 

http://www.ted.com/talks/alison_gopnik_what_do_babies_think.html
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During childhood the fundamental structures of our orientation to the world and to other 

people are put in place. The child grows to have confidence in the people around her and to 

fit more or less comfortably into her environment. But infants are not intellectuals; they do 

not draw conclusions about the physical and social world on the basis of evidence. Their 

embeddedness in the world does not consist in evidence-based beliefs reaching all the way 

down. Structural elements of our knowledge and belief have to be in place before we can ask 

for evidence or draw conclusions. If the psychological development of childhood cannot be 

captured in terms of acquiring more and more beliefs then the changes infants undergo, the 

transitions they are caught up in, cannot be expected to answer up for themselves in the same 

way as beliefs. 

 

The mediation of others 

The child comes at the world through the mediation of other people. It cannot get to know the 

world unless it is introduced to it. The mother presents things to the child; she picks the child 

up and turns it towards interesting objects; she introduces it to other people and the dog. In 

recent years there has been a lot of research into what is called ‘joint attention’. Up to the age 

of 4 to 5 months infants look mainly at their mothers. Between 6 and 9 months, their gaze 

alternates between objects and adults and the child begins to follow the gaze of those with 

whom it interacts. From 10 to 12 months, pointing and more sophisticated forms of gaze-

following develop, the child’s attention moving from adult to object and from object to adult. 

All of this occurs before the age of 2 when, it is generally accepted, a child is capable of 

expressing opinions which it understands might be true or false, about objects even in their 

absence. 

  

These observations suggest that the child’s sense that there are objects distinct from itself 

develops out of its interaction with other people. The triangle between infant, mother and 

object is closed by endorsements and validations not by exchanges of information or belief. 

Childhood experience is essentially familial and communal. The Kantian challenge Dare to 

know does not apply; it is more like an invitation to belong. We learn eventually to think 

about the world in increasingly independent terms but only if we have first been domiciled 

within it. 

 

Language 

There is a tendency among philosophers to represent human beings as sight-seers who have 

just dropped into the world for a look around. The acquisition of language is an important 

case in point. Thomas Hobbes, for example, did not believe a word of the Genesis story of 

creation, but he still thought the inaugural moment of language was well represented by the 

image of animals trouping past Adam so he could give them names: The first author of 

speech was God himself, that instructed Adam how to name such creatures as He presented to 

his sight.
4
 The pre-linguistic Adam is a disinterested observer of the scene and he invents 

                                                           
4
 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ch. IV 
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language by bestowing names on things that appear before him, as if God had employed him 

to make an inventory of the animal kingdom. 

  

But children are not so disengaged. The toddler totters with grim determination and 

boundless energy into the upright world; she struggles equally hard towards the speaking 

world. As Paul Cellan says: I went with my very being toward language.
5
 We get to a second 

language through our first language; but how do we get to our first language? Wittgenstein 

complains that philosophers think that children come to speak in roughly the same way we 

learn a foreign language: 

... as if the child came into a strange country and did not understand the language of the 

country; that is, as if it already had a language, only not this one.
6
 

  

One thing is certain: we are not taught our mother tongue. The educationalist William Hull 

says: If we taught children to speak, they’d never learn
7
. Nor do we train children to speak. 

We train them to do some things - to use the potty or manipulate a spoon. These are particular 

competencies and we produce the desired behaviour through repetition reinforced by 

incentives and disincentives. But that is not how we acquire language. If children are not 

taught nor trained to speak, do they learn through imitation? Certainly our ways of speaking 

are moulded by those around us. Aspects of speaking, for example a Geordie accent, come 

through imitation. But a child does not become a language-user through imitation but through 

interaction.  She gains a voice by playing a part in the various dynamics of personal 

communication: asking and answering questions; giving instructions, telling off; consoling; 

joking.  She adopts the tone of voice before she acquires the vocabulary. The vocative case 

comes first. She is a conversationalist before she is a reporter. 

  

Stanley Cavell has a nice observation about the quality of the child’s language - how world-

involving and how animated it is, even when the vocabulary is small and the grammar 

simple: The child’s language has a future. But when I try to imagine adults having just these 

words ... I find that I imagine them moving sluggishly, as if dull-witted, or uncomprehending, 

like cave men ... in contrast the way the child ‘says’ its four words - with what charming 

curiosity, expectation, excitement, repetitions.
8
  

  

The child does not build her language piece by piece; she lives it, lives in it and through it, 

from the start. 

 

                                                           
5
 Paul Cellan, John Felstiner, 1995, p. xvi 

6
 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations I §32 

7
 John Holt, How Children Learn, Penguin, 1991, p. 84 

8
 Stephen Mulhall, The Cavell Reader, 1996, pp. 278, 294 
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Entitlement before justification 

As the child develops she is not just gaining more information but acquiring a new status. She 

is establishing her place in the 

conversation. She has to have the right to express herself first in pre-linguistic behaviour and 

then she acquires the right to speak. The people around her recognise her authoritative stance 

in communicative relationships, including eventually the institutions of language. The child 

has a right to speak up for itself before it is in the game of justifying anything it says. The 

mother’s first task is to bring the child to the stage when she can say ‘hello’, wave goodbye 

and tell us where it hurts. The mother does not wait. From the first day she addresses the 

child and until it responds for itself, she responds for it. Baby talk is talk from the word go. 

She invites the child into the liminal territory of language. She does this not by reasoning but 

by acknowledging the infant as the new kid on the block. 

  

The liminal child 

Language, like our other ways of acquiring a self-conscious understanding of the world, is 

not a spectator sport; it requires active and passionate engagement with the physical and 

social worlds. Our experience of the world is from the start emotionally charged. This indeed 

is one of the main reasons Rationalists affect disdain for childhood: before the age of reason, 

they think, children are ruled by desire and emotion. But the affective entanglements of 

childhood are not dysfunctional; they form the basis for more cerebral management of our 

lives - a basis which as adults we try, with mixed success, to maintain. The affective 

connections to people and places that we build during infancy and childhood are what make 

us feel we belong inside life.  

  

We must not overlook the intensity of these first experiences; the way the environment and 

body collude in early experience. The shapes, appearance, smells and textures weave 

themselves into the fabric of our personalities. As Howard Eiland says, the child is initiated 

into the secret life of ordinary objects.
9
 Long before we can verbalise any of this, as Walter 

Benjamin puts it the rustling of the branches initiated me into a knowledge to which I was not 

yet equal.
10

 Indeed we may never become equal to it, never be able to achieve explicit 

understanding. 

 

The cultured world does not just surround the child, it becomes available; it is made 

available. She cannot be dropped by parachute into the cultured world. The child is constantly 

moving through border territory. She is aware of the shifting ground and of her own liminal 

status. She is unstable and dependent; the world she is moving into is partially understood. 

She is in transition and she knows it. This is the condition of early experience that 

                                                           
9
 Howard Eiland, Preface to Berlin Childhood around 1900, p. xiv 

10
 Walter Benjamin, Berlin Childhood around 1900, Harvard 2006, p. 

39 
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philosophers find difficult to acknowledge, let alone describe. Compare this sense of being-

in-the-making with two classical accounts of our awareness of our finitude. 

  

The sense of our limitation is at the dead centre of Cartesian philosophy. We are aware of 

ourselves as doubting consciousnesses; the experience of uncertainty and the search for 

foundations, the yearning for intuitive knowledge and total clarity finally condenses into the 

contrast between our finite selves and the infinite God. The sceptical dynamic of First 

Philosophy ensures that we cannot mistake ourselves for God; and it resolves itself into the 

contrast between the self-knowledge of the Ego Dubitans and its innate idea of the Perfect 

Being. Our awareness of our finitude is innately constructed through divine coordinates. 

  

John Locke, on the other hand, has a more down to earth view: the child’s understanding is 

objectively limited but subjectively complete. He takes the example of what we understand 

by the word ‘gold’. From an objective point of view the child knows little about gold; but 

what she understands is, from her point of view, complete. 

This is so necessary in the use of language, that in this respect the knowing and the ignorant, 

the learned and the unlearned, use the words they speak (with any meaning) all alike. ... A 

child having taken notice of nothing in the metal he hears called gold, but the bright shining 

yellow colour, he applies the word gold only to his own idea of that colour, and nothing 

else.
11

 

  

But the child and the adult are not ‘all alike’ in their use of language or in any other aspect of 

making sense of the world. When the child engages with the world she is not engaging with 

her idea of the world, complete as far as it goes and with ‘nothing else’.  She is aware of the 

fact that she is experiencing a world she barely understands through the gift of other people. 

Being aware of her cognitive dependence and instability is part of her experience, not a 

conclusion drawn from a comparison with experts. 

  

Children live in these border lands through play and imagination, not by going off in a 

reverie, but by engaging freely with the world around it. Walter Benjamin writes: For 

children are particularly fond of haunting any site where things are being worked on. They 

are irresistibly drawn by the detritus generated by building, gardening, housework, tailoring, 

or carpentry. In waste products they recognise the face that the world turn directly and solely 

to them. In using these things, they do not so much imitate the works of adults as bring 

together, in the artefact produced in play, materials of widely differing kinds in a new 

intuitive relationship. Children thus produce their small world of things within the greater 

one.
12

 

                                                           
11

 Locke, Essay on Human Understanding, Bk. III, ch.1 
12

 Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Harvard, 1996, Vol. 1, p. 408 
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The child is not just experimenting with the detritus left around by adults or with toys, 

detritus deliberately designed for their use. She is testing herself in various roles - mother, 

carpenter, gardener. Her thinking emerges in the form of games, allegories, associations, 

attitudinal and emotional contiguities. 

  

We mustn’t discount infant experience because it is transient, dependent or preparatory. We 

must not minimise its value because of the expectation that it will soon give way to more 

independent forms of experience. One reason is that we do not leave behind this infant 

grounding in the world; it remains the framework of our thoughts and feelings throughout 

life. 
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How Children Learn to Think About Themselves and 

Others 

The Work of Peter Hobson 

Iain Cameron 

  

  

The cognitive development of children has been subject to extensive empirical research, but it 

is interpreted on the basis of pre-suppositions or conceptual ideas that have a doubtful basis. 

However, the psychoanalyst Peter Hobson believes that he can find a more secure conceptual 

framework for his own empirical research in the work of Wittgenstein. A pioneer in the study 

of child development, Hobson maintains that thoughts develop from language and expression 

in the context of interpersonal relationships, culture and society. This paper is a reflection on 

some aspects of his work. 

  

General Outline of Hobson’s Position 

When infants understand more about the mind, it transforms their own minds. It changes their 

ability to think about other things and other people. When the infant in play shows that she 

can allow one thing to stand for another, she has developed symbol use. This symbolic 

thinking, in turn, gives meaning to the use of that symbol. The infant has then conferred a 

meaning on the object. In doing so, she develops a perspective on the world. By imitating, 

she identifies with the person she is imitating. This allows her to see that others have a 

perspective on the world. At first these perspectives are only expressed through actions and 

gestures of the body and facial expression. Later, language will clarify and stabilize 

understanding. Language then becomes a tool for more sophisticated points of view of the 

self and others. Linguistic expression overlays these earlier expressions of the body, face, 

action and gesture. Other people provide the means for children to do this, i.e. to understand 

what is involved in having a mind. 

  

Hobson claims that the child develops these capacities not by inference or analogy, nor 

through internal representation. He believes that the interaction between the mother and 

infant allows the child to 'learn' facial and body expressions for communication, which leads 

to the learning of verbal concepts. The mother shows the child how to rule-follow by 

consistently and appropriately checking and correcting. 
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Mental concepts, at first, always have a strong emotional colouring. When, for example, a 

child learns the meaning of the word 'happy' through other people using the word, she does so 

both from her own experience and from other people’s experience. She needs to experience 

the happiness of others to acquire the concept and she is said to have the concept only when 

she uses the word correctly and appropriately. If the child uses the word about people who 

are unhappy, she will be corrected. Thus the infant needs to have the capacity to respond to 

correction as correction. It makes no sense to say a child could acquire and apply concepts of 

mind without the mother. 

  

Hobson takes three quotations from the two volumes of Remarks on the Philosophy of 

Psychology as an example of Wittgenstein’s ideas which inform his hypotheses. 

  

‘We see emotion’. – As opposed to what? – We do not see facial contortions and make the 

inference that he is feeling joy, grief, boredom. We describe a face immediately as sad, 

radiant, bored, even when we are unable to give any other description of the features. [Vol. 

II, 570]. 

  

One may note an alteration in a face and describe it by saying that the face assumed a harder 

expression – and yet not be able to describe the alteration in spatial terms. This is 

enormously important. Perhaps someone now says: if you do that, you just aren’t describing 

the alteration of the face, but only the effect on yourself. [Vol. 1, 919.] 

  

‘I see that the child wants to touch the dog, but doesn’t dare’. How can I see that? – Is this 

description of what is seen on the same level as a description of moving shapes and colours? 

Is an interpretation in question? Well, remember that you may also mimic a human being 

who would like to touch something, but doesn’t dare. [Vol. I, 1066]. 

  

Hobson takes Wittgenstein to mean: 

* We have a direct route into the minds of others 

* Children have direct access to another person’s emotions that engages them with a living, 

embodied person, not a thing. 

* We see and feel the other’s mental dimension through their expression. For example, a 

smile is not perceived as the upturned lateral aspect of the mouth which we intellectually 

work out is a smile. We know it is a smile directly by its expressive character. 

* Our ability to mimic another person is crucial in identifying with someone, who, for 

example, wants to reach out and touch, but dare not. 



14 |  P a g e
 

* Children do not have a theory about their minds because they do not need one. 

* Children do not distinguish minds and bodies until later. 

  

Hobson often contrasts autistic with non-autistic children to clarify his work. He describes, 

for example, how non-autistic and autistic children respond to facial expression. Both sort 

people’s facial expressions into sets - sad, happy, anxious, angry etc. But when mouths and 

foreheads were blanked out on photographs, autistic children could no longer sort out 

emotional expression sets, whereas non-autistic children still could. Yet, when the 

photographs were turned upside down, the autistic children did much better than the non-

autistic. Wittgenstein says; hold the drawing of a face upside down and you can not tell the 

expression of the face. Perhaps you can see it is smiling, but you won’t be able to say what 

sort of smile it is. You wouldn’t be able to imitate the smile or described its character more 

exactly and yet the upside down picture may represent the object extremely accurately 

[op.cit. p. 991] 

  

Hobson describes the case of an autistic eighteen year old who could not grasp the concept of 

'friend', but not because he could not use language, at least in his way - he had in fact passed 

high school examinations in English and German. He would ask again and again 'are you a 

friend?', 'is he a friend?' and so on. Staff made every effort to teach him what a friend is. They 

even found him a befriender to accompany him to the shops and talk to him, but to no avail; 

he could not fathom what a friend is. Hobson says he could not do this because the concept of 

a friend cannot be defined by features that may be observed by one who stands outside and 

merely watches behaviour. One has to experience the sharing and arguing and competing etc., 

that make up friendship. Most children experience these things and so understand the 

meaning of 'friend'. This person simply did not have the kind of experience that would have 

enabled him to know this, because he was born without the responsiveness to people that can 

take the form of arguing, competing etc. We understand people's behaviour as expressions of 

their mental and emotional life. This ability is impaired in autistic people. 

  

The Mother as Matrix 

Hobson pre-supposes that the infant experiences its mother as a matrix, that is as the setting 

or facilitating environment in which the development of the baby takes place and it is only 

through this that we can understand his child observation studies. If you experience people as 

things you can not have a concept of a person: my attitude towards him is an attitude towards 

a soul. I am not of the opinion he has a soul [Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, II, 

iv]. Opinion and knowledge do not precede empathy, but vice versa. Minds are not hidden. 

We do not have to infer or deduce them. 

  

All of this depends on a social interplay of attitudes that come in early infancy. Before a baby 

has any concept of mind, e.g. of feelings or thoughts, she reacts to people, she shares 
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experiences with others and has experiences of her own. She has to spend time with her 

mother, both on the same wavelength and on a different wavelength from her mother, to 

develop mental concepts. Note how much time a mother and baby communicate through 

vocalizing, touching and caressing in the context of face to face expression. Learning what it 

is like to be connected and to be separate is to understand that people have minds. In pre-

linguistic children, the mindedness of the other is not inferred or deduced but directly 

perceived in bodily and facial expression and vocalization. The philosopher, Woodroffe-

Smith says, I not only see her, I also see that she is feeling sad. Such an experience we feel 

intuitively: it is a direct awareness of the other’s grief. This is the nature of our acquaintance 

with others. 

  

Hobson uses the clinical method of infant observation, of observing how mother and child 

interact in their natural setting. He makes careful descriptions of individual cases and he often 

tests hypotheses by comparing two cohorts of children of the same age, IQ and development, 

looking for similarities or differences with a controlled task, which he sets as appropriate for 

hypotheses. 

  

I will now look at some specific early phases of development. 

  1. Primary intersubjectivity 

  2. Secondary intersubjectivity 

  3. Symbol formation etc 

  4. Perspective in Triadic relationships 

  

1. Primary Intersubjectivity 

This is a clumsy term, but is in common use. Primary intersubjectivity involves the early 

relationship of mother and baby while secondary intersubjectivity involves the shared world, 

but through the child’s engagement with the mother. 

An infant, at the stage of primary intersubjectivity, relates to people and things at first 

without knowing what a thought, feeling or belief is. She finds this through a relationship 

with the mother, by experiencing sharing and experiencing separateness. Sharing by cooing, 

facial expression, gestures and cuddles teaches the child to feel connected and separate if she 

has the capacity to respond to feeling, and feelings of her own. This is the first step towards 

understanding minds. Giannis Kugiumtzakis looked at the social engagement of newborn 

infants. He looked at the facial imitation of forty-five minute old babies. He waited until the 

baby showed calm alertness with the baby looking at him with a mirror behind the child, so 

that both the baby’s face and his face were videoed. He then sticks out his tongue, opens and 

closes his mouth, closes and opens his eyes, makes sounds on five successive occasions. He 

then waits for the baby to respond and an independent observer rates whether the baby is 
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imitating. He found that they were. These results were supported by further experiments in 

the USA.  

  

Colwyn Trevarthen carried out similar studies on two month old infants and it was he who 

coined the terminology, primary and secondary intersubjectivity. When two months old, in 

the primary intersubjectivity stage, he found a responsive mother dovetails with the infant so 

that the two behave in complete concert as if dancing together. The experience of one is 

linked to the other. The infant behaviour expresses her own conscious awareness and this is 

co-ordinated with the experience and behaviour of the mother as regards greeting, disgust and 

pleasure. It is not that one causes the other to do anything, it is a mutually engaged and 

reciprocated activity. Trevarthen then faced two to nine months old infants with an 

unresponsive mother. The infant would look sober and uneasy, smile warily and look away. 

She would try to interact further with her mother by looking back, but when this failed she 

would turn completely away from the mother and look hopeless. Other research showed that 

infant’s attempts to regulate its emotional expression always depended on the mother’s 

availability. In another experiment, Lynne Murray set up a situation where the infant could 

watch the mother on television and the mother could watch the infant on television and 

mutual engagement was just the same. However, if the mother’s reaction were put out of 

'sync' by a thirty second delay, the infant showed considerable distress. Hobson concludes 

from these findings that even infants have an organized mental life and that there is no 

'blooming booming confusion', even in the first few months of a baby’s life. 

  

He adds that babies are built to perceive and react to the mother’s expression and take on this 

role while communicating in interpersonal exchange. The emotional connectedness enables 

the baby to discover what kind of thing another person is. 

  

2. Secondary Intersubjectivity 

Secondary intersubjectivity is when infants seek out and respond to other people’s responses 

and attitudes towards objects and events in the shared world. Even doing this, the infant does 

not understand the other person has a mind, although for the child the world has changed, in 

that the child realizes the world has a meaning for the other person. There is a gradual 

concomitant realization of separateness of self and others. Knowledge of self is grounded in 

others and so the child experiences herself as 'a body and a mind kind of thing', just as it 

experiences her mother as 'a body and a mind kind of thing'. The child can now ask, demand, 

request something of the mother; show things to the mother; follow what mother does; 

imitate the mother. With secondary intersubjectivity the infant becomes engaged with the 

other person. Here, there is a to and fro of attentiveness and engagement, becoming manifest 

in expressions of reciprocal interest and delight when things go well. 

  

These findings of secondary intersubjectivity are only shown in a very limited way in autism. 

Autistic children do not show things or follow the mother’s gaze or actions, or change their 
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feelings towards the world in accordance with others. They carry out goal-directed actions, 

but not in the style of the other. Basically, they miss out on learning about the world through 

others. 

  

Secondary intersubjectivity concerns an infant’s engagement with another person about a 

third object or event. It occurs at about one year. An object becomes a focus between mother 

and baby, e.g., mother may say 'what is doggy doing' or baby gestures for a sweet, or refuses 

to hand over the keys. The infant can also pretend to offer. Here an infant offers an object, 

mother stretches out her hand - the baby’s eyes crinkle and the object is withdrawn. 

  

At eight months, when a baby is confronted with something novel she does not seek out the 

mother’s reaction to it, nor follow adults' attempts to show experience, nor does she point, 

nor play to and fro like 'you do it and I do it'. This all changes at one year with secondary 

intersubjectivity when she starts to request things, offer things, point out things and play to 

and fro games. 

  

The visual cliff study shows a similar level of intersubjectivity. This is a study where an 

infant is placed on a table of which half the top is made of solid wood, the other half of 

perspex so that the infant can see the floor. A toy is placed at the transparent end where the 

mother stands. The child crawls to the toy, but when she gets to the visual cliff, she only 

crosses if the mother gives a happy reassuring look, but not if she gives a fearful look. She 

picks up the mother’s feeling and changes her own feelings accordingly. Hobson calls this a 

small Copernican revolution. After this, the world is not simply a world for me, but has 

meaning for others and the meaning for someone else can affect me. This is still, however, a 

discovery of action and feeling, rather than of thought. About this same time the baby takes 

part in to and fro games, rolling balls backwards and forwards, where the infant learns to 

change roles from giver to receiver. It is about this time that the infant initiates peek-a-boo. 

Here the infant also learns to change role and imitates to identify with the other. Infants at 

this time shake their head as a sign of refusal, greet, wave farewell, copy adults’ activities, 

and they do all this automatically. 

  

3. Symbol Formation. Understanding Another’s Perspective and Point of View 

The next step in the development of thinking involves the child not only changing her attitude 

in accord with others and registering the actions or expressions of others and referring to 

objects, but knowing that she does this. She takes on others' perspectives, their points of view 

and their roles. She imitates and identifies with others and knows that she is doing it. She 

realizes words used by others have a meaning which holds when she uses the word; she is 

able to attribute meaning herself and can change meaning and use symbols in symbolic play. 

  



18 |  P a g e
 

This imitation and identification in secondary intersubjectivity leads to perspective taking, 

learning what things mean to others by how they use objects. However, the infant is still in 

'the here and now' and she does not reflect or entertain thoughts about past or future as she 

will, in the third phase development of symbolic play at about eighteen months. 

  

At this stage the infant now develops the ability to play symbolically and has an awareness of 

herself and others as well as learning to talk. All of these are intertwined with interpersonal 

responsiveness. For example, a child may pretend a biscuit is a car, where it makes one thing 

stand for another. A child may put a nappy on a teddy and coo or scold the teddy. A child 

may relate to its own internal perspective when it says that something is 'broken', 'dirty', or 

that he 'can’t' or that it is 'hard to', referring to dirty or broken objects or difficult situations. 

Here, the child has a perspective, that is she has a position on what she should do or what 

should happen. 

  

At about this time the child is able to use pronouns, show smiles of mastery and refer to 

actions as she plays. By the age of two she says 'I can do it'. Charlotte Buhler’s experiment at 

this stage demonstrates these developments. Here, the parent forbids the child to touch a toy 

and then leaves. After the parent leaves, however, all the children play with the toy and, when 

the parent returns, 60 percent of the children at sixteen months and 100 percent of those at 

eighteen months blush and look embarrassed. At twenty-one months, when the parent returns 

they put the toy back and at two years they excuse their disobedience by saying 'the toy is 

mine”. After two years they insist on their rights to play with the toy. 

At this time also, the infant shows coyness, embarrassment, silliness, for example, where she 

makes faces and sticks out her tongue. Here, the infant is developing a sense of embodiment 

and a sense of what others think of her. Hobson describes a twenty month old child who 

wants her sister’s toy, but when she asks for it from her sister, she is refused. The girl then 

goes to her sister’s rocking horse and rides it. The sister then leaves the first toy to take 

ownership of her rocking horse, while the girl then takes the toy she wanted in the first place. 

This shows she has developed a perspective of her own, but is also able to take into account 

another’s perspective. These new forms of perspective and role taking are reflected in 

language. Jerome Bruner used repetitive structured games like peek-a-boo where there is 

reciprocal role change. Eighteen month old children showed they could refer to other agents, 

actions, and where objects were, both in words and in gestures. He thought children were 

then already aware of correct and incorrect word use and, at that stage, were replacing gesture 

and vocalization by words. 

  

Simon Baron-Cohen compared symbol formation, language and thought between non-autistic 

and autistic children. He showed that autistic children did not point for mother, did not share 

in to and fro games, did not make a link between themselves and mother with the object, 

could not show creative or symbolic play and did not show coyness, embarrassment or 

enjoyment of approval when non-autistic children would. They concluded that it was only 

possible to do these things because of the nature of an emotional connectedness between the 

child and the mother and being in a shared world. Autistic children could not do this as they 
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cannot register a mother’s perspective and, therefore, do not respond to the other’s needs and 

feelings. Their principle difficulty is not understanding people, not being able to take their 

perspective. They have no sense of the world for the other. There is no world where there is 

meaning for me and meaning for you. 

To recap, in primary intersubjectivity, the infant experiences the objects in the world in terms 

of her feelings and actions, such as looking, sucking and grasping. This is not yet a 

perspective, but only the immediate relationship to the way things are; for example, a soft toy 

in a pram can be held, sucked and squeezed, while other objects can not. After the imitation 

shown in primary intersubjectivity, the child develops a new level of communication in 

secondary intersubjectivity. She can now identify with another person and has the ability to 

switch her own psychological state in response to changes in the other. She is then lifted out 

of her own perspective and can experience another’s. 

  

The infant, early on, learns to use symbols in communication in place of expression, for 

example, 'mama', 'dada', 'hi', 'bye' or 'oh” when something has gone wrong; the child learns to 

shrug his shoulder, raise his eyebrow, or stretch out a hand when things have been lost. 

However, words also come to stand for objects, actions, events etc., and thus have different 

uses. These symbols then anchor thoughts. Symbols can both be used to refer to things in the 

world, to show a perspective on the world or as a communication which eventually is 

extended to the whole community of language users. To learn to do this correctly the child 

needs to be corrected. 

  

Symbolization in words, gestures, facial expression and bodily expression allows infants to 

think about absent realities and imagined realities. It allows them to fix objects and events 

and think about them, take up attitudes, reflect on self-thought and other’s thoughts. 

Symbolism, in fact, is the foundation of thought. A child realizes symbolizing is something 

she has the potential to do. But how does she realize it? Perhaps it is the same way a child 

learns to swim or ride a bike. Nothing innate, she just needs that push when she has the 

capacity, skill and confidence with the encouragement of the mother saying, 'you can do it'. 

  

4. Triadic Relationships 

After the imitation shown in primary intersubjectivity, the child develops a new level of 

communication in secondary intersubjectivity. At this level she not only has her own 

perspective on her world but responds to the points of views of others. For example, the child 

looks at the world, say at a disquieting new toy that says 'I am a robot”; she then checks 

mother out to see what her reaction is to the new toy, e.g., she may be amused or surprised, or 

she may note the child’s anxiety and show mild feigned anxiety to help the child cope with 

her anxiety, at the same time as reassuring the child about the toy. The child relates to the 

mother relating to the world and modifies her own feelings. She can take two points of view 

on the same subject at the same time. She is then able to adopt other perspectives whilst still 

retaining her own so that she can hold two perspectives in her mind at once. This is the basis 

on which the child develops an understanding in general that there are such things as 
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perspectives on the world and that a single object in the world can then have two meanings at 

the same time. 

  

A child of two has now got a mind and a mental state and shared space in which to think. She 

can hold symbols in her mind, hold other selves in her mind and relate to others. To do this, 

an infant has to understand that meaning is person-centred, that people give meaning to 

things and that people can make one thing stand for another. 

  

 

The Philosopher’s Bookshelf 

The Age of Nothing: How We Have Sought to Live Since the Death 

of God 

Peter Watson 

W&N, 2014, £15.42, 624 pages 

ISBN-10: 0297859846 

  

Review by Anthony Morgan 

Chair of the Newcastle Philosophy Society 

  

The image on the inside back cover of the book suggests that intellectual historian Peter 

Watson is a no-nonsense kind of a guy, and indeed The Age of Nothing is a no-nonsense kind 

of a book. Especially if the nonsense in question is religion, which Watson consistently 

locates somewhere between the absurd and the horrific. Nietzsche sounded a warning when 

he connected the Death of God with the emptiness of a life in which it will appear for a long 

time as if all weightiness were gone from things. Watson attempts to show how we have 

sought to give weight and meaning to our lives in the wake of the Nietzsche’s famous 

announcement. 

  

This is a hugely impressive book in its scope. At one point Watson quotes Harold Bloom who 

suggests that the point of reading a lot of books is to come to realise that there are an infinite 

number of viewpoints, all more or less equally valid. One feels that one could restrict one’s 

reading to Watson’s book alone and be more than satisfied. And yet one can feel swamped 

and unsettled by the sheer plurality of ideas that Watson describes. No wonder the late 

novelist David Foster Wallace described modern life as a confusion of permissions. 
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Questions regarding ‘the meaning of life’ have traditionally been mocked within academic 

philosophy, although most members of the public gravitate to philosophy in search of 

answers to this riddle. Watson begins by highlighting how science has been perceived by 

many as having failed to offer meaning to our lives following the demise of religion, such 

that no matter how many times one, for example, listens to Monty Python’s Galaxy Song or 

watches Brian Cox describe amazing facts about the solar system, the sense of wonder such 

experiences deliver is fleeting and superficial. The world remains for the most part 

disenchanted. So perhaps it is down to philosophy to step into the gap left between science 

and religion? On this front, Watson is ambivalent. He often places philosophy (as 

metaphysics) alongside religion in trying to establish absolutes as foundations upon which to 

build meaning. 

  

But Watson has no truck with absolutes, which goes some way to explain why the 

philosophical hero that emerges in The Age of Nothing is Richard Rorty, whose brand of 

pragmatism assures us that we need no longer concern ourselves too much with questions of 

truth. Watson is also rather fond of phenomenology which he refers to as the most underrated 

movement of the twentieth century, and which he sees as awakening us to the subtle details of 

the everyday, and as intertwined with the poetic sensibility which for him is the deepest 

guarantor of meaning. For Watson, poetry is a way of approaching the world, a form of 

knowledge, and even a form of living. Following thinkers like Pierre Hadot, one could say 

the same of philosophy. 

  

On reading Watson’s book one may find oneself sympathising with the logical positivists and 

their rather straitjacketed understanding of the philosophical enterprise. At least there is the 

possibility of agreeing on what we are actually doing when we do philosophy! Philosophy 

worms its way into all areas of The Age of Nothing, supporting science in helping us decide 

about what rational generalizations we can agree upon after observing the world around us, 

supporting religion in engaging in deep and abstract metaphysical speculations about reality, 

supporting poetry in trying to capture the structures of our experience at the most intimate 

levels, and so on. If philosophy itself has become increasingly fragmented so that one 

philosopher may not even understand what another is on about (think of Carnap’s influential 

critique of Heidegger), the same is no less true in related disciplines such as the human 

sciences where the dividing lines between, for example, psychology, anthropology and 

sociology are porous and poorly defined to say the least. While many may celebrate entering 

an era of interdisciplinary study and the breakdown of separate agendas and academic ghettos 

reinforced by esoteric specialist jargon, Watson’s celebration of pluralism seems to leave us 

with a definition of philosophy as nothing less than life itself. Understood in this way, we 

may struggle to find many rational generalizations to agree upon after observing the world 

around us. Agreement and certainty may be enjoyable and make life easier to live, but 

Watson does not make it clear whether much agreement, let alone certainty, is possible or 

even desirable. For that matter, it is unclear if too much contemplation is even advisable, as 

evidenced by D.H. Lawrence’s piece of advice to Bertrand Russell: Quit thinking! 
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Whether or not such an acceptance and tolerance of uncertainty is a possibility for most of us 

is a different matter. Consider Theodore Dalrymple’s comments on the enduring role of 

religion in our society: In an age of relativism, people seek certainty; when violence strikes at 

random, they seek transcendent meaning; when crime goes unpunished by the secular power, 

they seek refuge in divine law; when indifference to others reigns, they seek community. The 

fact that most of us can recognise the truth in this suggests a tension at the heart of Watson’s 

book, for how many people genuinely endorse the kind of position that Dawkins describes as 

laudable tough-mindedness in the debunking of cosmic sentimentality? 

Age of Nothing, it is difficult to know whether we should reject religious belief because it 

makes us look 

1) stupid or 2) weak. Certainly much of the weight of critique directed against faith is related 

to epistemic concerns and so the risk is that one appears stupid for believing in things that 

may not exist. And yet, as evidenced by Dalrymple’s analysis above, we may ask whether 

truth in the narrowly conceived scientific sense of the word is especially important to most 

people most of the time, especially when times are hard. Putting epistemology aside and 

moving to ethics, there is a strong case for considering the sense of oneself as weak to be an 

equally if not more motivating factor in resisting the allure of faith. Dawkins urges us to be 

tough-minded, while Watson recounts how Nietzsche’s injunction Be hard! was popular 

amongst the Bolsheviks in their attempt to rid society of religion. Finally, in his lecture 

‘Science as a Vocation’ which Watson discusses at some length, Max Weber implores his 

audience to bear the fate of the times (i.e. disenchantment in the light of the Death of God) 

like a man and suggests that it is weakness not to be able to countenance the stern seriousness 

of the times. For Weber, faith and religious belief is a shameful refuge for the weak and 

unmanly. 

  

It is notable that when we consider prominent 18th century Enlightenment thinkers like 

Voltaire and D’Holbach, there is no sense in which they were seeking to democratize 

secularism so much as to influence the elite and literate classes. The increasing optimism 

from the 19th century onwards that reason will render faith obsolete is itself, as John Gray 

has suggested, an article of faith rather than a theory based on evidence.  

  

To be Nietzschean is the guiding ideal in Watson’s book, but how many of us truly shape our 

own values or create our lives as works of art? For most of us, our experience of being 

Nietzschean is little more than a youthful taste for cruelty and striving for power which 

unfortunately tends to be undermined by such akratic moments as acts of generosity or 

feelings of compassion for those who suffer. Terry Eagleton suggests that: The autonomous, 

self-determining superman is yet another piece of counterfeit theology, while the French 

sociologist Alain Ehrenberg persuasively argues in his history of depression in the 20th 

century that we are all Nietzschean now, however: 

The individual, free from morality, creating herself by herself and aspiring to the 

superhuman is now our reality. But, instead of possessing the strength of the masters, she 

turns out to be fragile, lacking in being, weary of her sovereignty and full of complaints. 

Depression, then, is the inexorable counterpart of the human being who is her/his sovereign. 
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Another weakness in The Age of Nothing is that Watson seems to have a rather naive 

understanding of the nature of religious belief. Given that throughout the book he tends to 

elevate the emotive and imaginative above the rational when it comes to finding meaning in 

life, it seems strange that he adopts something like the position of W.K. Clifford (against 

whom William James argued in his essay ‘The Will to Believe’), that it is wrong always, 

everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything upon insufficient evidence (‘Thou shalt not 

believe based upon insufficient evidence’ seems a good bet for inclusion in the secular Ten 

Commandments). And yet what much of Watson’s lauded phenomenology, and especially 

much of his equally lauded Heidegger, suggests to us is that the very primacy of mood and 

emotion in the shaping of belief renders the stipulation of evidence to justify the belief very 

much an afterthought, and one that it is far from clear one ought to endorse unless you are 

already convinced by the arguments of Clifford and his ilk. 

  

Religious belief, as thinkers like Peirce and Pascal have argued, is based far less on reason 

and proof than on habit, with Pascal suggesting that: Custom is our nature. Anyone who 

grows accustomed to faith believes it. Similarly, the novelist Francis Spufford recently 

defended his religious belief, writing that: 

From outside, belief looks like a series of ideas about the nature of the universe for which a 

truth-claim is being made, a set of propositions that you sign up to; and when actual 

believers don’t talk about belief in this way, it looks like slipperiness, like a maddening 

evasion of the issue... But it is a mistake to suppose that it is assent to the propositions that 

makes you a believer. It is the feelings that are primary. I assent to the ideas because I have 

the feelings; I don’t have the feelings because I assent to the ideas. 

  

In support of positions like Spufford, William James argues that in the metaphysical and 

religious sphere, articulate reasons are cogent for us only when our inarticulate feelings of 

reality have already been impressed in favour of the same conclusion. 

  

Considering belief more generally Matthew Ratcliffe, using James and Heidegger as guides, 

has argued that what he terms existential feelings play a considerable role in philosophical 

debate in terms of one’s ability to connect to another’s argument, to think through problems, 

to suspend implicit stances, and so on. Ratcliffe offers the example of James who ‘confesses’ 

that deep down his beliefs are of an aesthetic and not of a logical sort and critiques the 

insincerity in our philosophical discussions where the potentest of all our premises [i.e. the 

feelings that shape our beliefs] is never mentioned. Similarly, Ratcliffe questions what it is to 

hold a philosophical position, asking: Is it enough to assent linguistically to a set of 

propositions or must one feel a sense of conviction with respect to it? 
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On reading The Age of Nothing we may certainly come to realise that there are an infinite 

number of viewpoints, all more or less equally valid. However, most of the viewpoints 

Watson outlines (especially the various brands of nihilism that crop up from thinkers like 

Samuel Beckett and John Gray) will offer little comfort to any but those already convinced of 

the need for post-religious thinking before reading the book. Watson’s call for us all to live 

down to fact, i.e. take pleasure in the little things in life but don’t expect anything more, may 

seem like sensible advice at the end of a series of shattered utopian dreams in the post-

religious era, but once again we must remember that the little things in life are bigger for 

some than for others, and that in the end religions have always had the best myths, tools and 

techniques at their disposal to fulfil the need for meaning and consolation that emerges from 

this unfortunate but unavoidable fact. Even after the Death of God. 

  

  

****************************************** 

  

  

 

 The Ego Trick 

Julian Baggini 

Granta, 2011, £6.29, 304 pages 

ISBN-10: 1847082734 

 

Review by Alan Brown 

Baggini 

Granta, 2011, £6.29, 304 pages 

ISBN-10: 1847082734 

Review by Alan Brown 

  

Julian Baggini’s book aims to illuminate the nature of the self: “what does it mean to be 

you?” It is wide ranging and inter-disciplinary in scope, primarily philosophical but drawing 

on psychology and neuroscience. But it is clearly aimed at the non-academic reader, written 

to be as accessible as possible given the difficult ideas involved. To this end, he weaves 
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conversations with various experts and other persons’ experiences into the more abstract 

discussions, including the clinical neuropsychologist Paul Broks, philosopher Richard 

Swinburne, psychologist Susan Blackmore, and others. 

  

Baggini identifies a naïve intuition about the self, that there is an essential “me-ness,” a core 

to selfhood that persists, underlies and ties together the changes we undergo over time. He 

calls this the ‘pearl’ view. It quickly becomes clear that Baggini thinks this conception cannot 

stand up to scrutiny in its simple form. The question then becomes what can be preserved 

about this seemingly inescapable sense of an enduring essence. 

  

First, Baggini addresses the common sense idea that our identity consists in the particular 

animal organism that embodies us. (A philosophical view on personal identity, called 

animalism, claims precisely this, in contrast to more psychological accounts). But he claims 

we should not conflate the evident fact that we are dependent on our biological bodies, that 

our biological embodiment is essential to us, with the claim that our bodies “define our 

essence”. His conversations on gender dysphoria reveal a paradox: it seems to demonstrate 

“both that our bodies are not incidental, but central features of who we are; and that our 

personal identity can be separated from our bodies.” This is because, where our selves are 

concerned “we are bodies of thought.” 

  

The next chapter focuses on the idea that selves are really ultimately physical after all, only 

not by virtue of our bodies as a 

whole, but by virtue of the physical seat of specifically our inner lives - namely, our brains. 

Neuroscience shows us there is no centre, no pearl in the brain where things come together. 

As Baggini points out, however, this empirical confirmation is made somewhat redundant by 

the fact that, philosophically, the very idea of a centre where it all comes together does not 

explain anything anyway. It simply postpones the puzzle: what does the unity of this putative 

inner centre consist in? 

  

  

Neuroscience tells us that selves are constructed by the combination of separate systems of 

the brain. In part it also reveals, through the fascinating if sometimes tragic pathologies it 

studies, how fragile the unity and integrity of self we usually take for granted are, when these 

systems fail to function together as they ought to. However, Baggini sees the basis of this 

fragility as a possible key at the same time to the robustness of the self. He resists 

neuropsychologist Paul Broks’ thought that belief in an enduring self is a kind of inescapable 

illusion or “magical thinking”. Rather, he regards the fact that that the self is a composite of 

interacting systems as leaving room for its parts to come and go, or undergo damage, while 

the composite whole persists and adapts to these vicissitudes: The Ego Trick is not to 

persuade us that we exist when we do not, but to make us believe we are more substantial and 
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enduring that we really are”. We are “fluid, ever-changing, amorphous selves.” He argues 

that, along with the idea of a simple pearl of self, we should give up the idea that identity in 

the strict logical sense applies to persons. 

This review only scratches the surface of this rich and informative book, which includes 

interesting discussions on memory, the social self, life after death, the soul and more. 

 

 

Local Groups 
   

London Group 

 Over the last six months our corner of the Thornbury Castle has mainly been filled with 

discussion about Philosophy of Mind.  Having another member, Bernard, with real lecturing 

experience, has been an asset and a source of innumerable anecdotes. If the level of 

discussion can sometimes get a little abstruse for such an informal gathering, interruptions are 

welcomed and we do tend to digress spectacularly. 

  

In terms of philosophy the group might be part of an English society, but we do bear in mind 

the point made in Middlesex University advertising, that we are near the Eurostar 

terminal!  Continental philosophy is really not a disease, even if few of us have really got to 

grips with it yet.  I am trying to confirm my belief that Merleau-Ponty has some real insight 

about how we see the world so there is probably some benefit in living life as a 

phenomenologist.  Of course, Wittgenstein crops up, and answers back.  If someone happens 

to have a nugget of knowledge, we exist to share or, more likely, to question.  A lot of things 

that can be convincing when read alone seem a lot less plausible in an attempt to recall and 

defend them after a beer. 

  

Meetings have developed a format that allows the regulars to greet any newcomers for mutual 

introductions and a gentle start around seven, then we keep to the plot for a couple of hours 

before, in the tradition of the symposium, tending to drift into more relaxed discussion - 

though we still tend to talk about philosophy, philosophers and philosophical events around 

London that might merit further investigation. 

  

If you expect to be in London with a free Monday evening, send me an email 

Ben Basing 
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Northern Group 

In June, the Newcastle Philosophical Society (NPS) joined the Newcastle and Alnmouth 

Reading Groups in partnership with The Chirnside Friends of David Hume, for a conference 

on Hume, held at his birthplace, Chirnside in Scotland, which lies close to the English border. 

We first enjoyed a lively morning there with the local people who were celebrating their 

annual fête, including local folk dancing by Rag Bag Morris and a display of Hume’s family 

history and involvement in the county of Berwickshire. Before lunch, Michael Bavidge read a 

paper entitled, ‘Environ’d in Deepest Darkness’, then after lunch Freddie Everett talked to us 

about Hume’s Limits and Limitations. We were later given a guided tour of the site of 

Hume’s home, with its backdrop of the Cheviot Hills, and along his favourite walk by the 

Whiteadder River. 

  

We continued through the summer term with our reading of John Searle’s logical analysis, 

Making the Social World. We hope to conclude this work during our October meeting of the 

winter term, tackling the last chapters on Free Will, Power and Human Rights. The group 

continues to meet in Newcastle at the West Jesmond Library, at 5.00pm on the first Tuesday 

of the month. All are welcome to join us. 

  

The beautiful coastal town of Alnmouth, in Northumberland, was once again the destination 

for our September Workshop. Members of the NPS again joined our Reading Groups for 

papers and discussions under the overall topic of Surfing the Void, which were given by 

Michael Bavidge and our guest speaker Anthony Morgan, Secretary of NPS. This subject 

incorporated questions of existentialism, finitude and loss of enchantment created by the 

‘Death of God’. These papers and the discussions which followed questioned whether or not 

we could live with anti-foundationalism and the situation in which - in Nietzsche's words - 

'all weightiness were gone from things'. 

Ros Wilson 

  

Shropshire Group 

We are most grateful to all our visiting lecturers for the stimulating talks they gave us which 

we all greatly enjoy. 

  

Ben Basing gave us an interesting and comprehensive account of Virtue Ethics in a Context. 

He set out the three main approaches in Western Moral Philosophy. The first is Deontology. 

Kant was interested in the question 'What is a moral action?'. He was clear it was an action 

performed out of a sense of duty, rather than simply out of inclination or feeling. Kant insists 

we should be rational and that there is a correct answer to a moral problem which we can 

only reach by rational deduction; empirical evidence is not required. Ben explained Kant’s 
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Hypothetical and Categorical Imperatives and the similarities with Aristotle’s concept of 

virtue. Kant offers a philosophical explanation of why we should be good; the Categorical 

Imperative might be compared to an injunction to be reasonable. If I have no inclination to 

subject myself to reason, how are you to persuade me? Kant said one must 'act only on 

maxims which you can at the same time will to be universal laws', not unlike the Golden Rule 

'Do unto others as you would have them do unto you'. Ben suggested Kant’s theory cannot 

deal easily with conflicts of interest and that his rules are absolute; for example, he would not 

lie in any circumstances whatever the perceived benefits. 

  

A second option is Consequentialism according to which actions are right or wrong 

depending solely on their consequences. So there could be circumstances in which lying may 

be preferable to telling the truth. Utilitarianism, a form of Consequentialism, saw no 

motivating reason behind Kantian duty. A utilitarian defines ‘good’ as whatever brings the 

greatest balance of happiness over unhappiness across the greatest number of people. 

  

The final possibility discussed was Virtue Ethics. Aristotle’s concept of ethics had fallen out 

of favour until Elizabeth Anscombe’s article 'Modern Moral Philosophy' in 1958. 

It restored interest in fundamental questions about what sort of person one should be and 

what sort of life we should lead. Virtue Ethics requires a grasp of the role of emotions in our 

moral life, including our feelings for our nearest and dearest. Virtues are character traits 

enabling their possessor to respond appropriately to the world. A virtuous person exemplifies 

what a person naturally should be like. 

  

Ben argued that an ethical rule cannot be absolute. There might be an incontrovertibly correct 

decision for a specific case in particular circumstances, but the understanding of these 

circumstances will always be coloured by one’s personal upbringing and the society and 

people in which one has grown up.  

  

In March Niall Lambkin gave a talk entitled Flesh, Being Civilised and the Hierarchy of 

Experience. Niall teaches at Oswestry School and is a member of our Group. He wished to 

address the following question: given what we know about the biological constitution of 

varieties of life, and given our understanding of distinctions to be made between human 

persons, non-human persons and the merely conscious and sentient, and given our 

understanding of fundamental moral principles, can vegetarianism be given sufficient 

credibility? 

  

His answer was: probably yes if it is possible to restrict our behaviour by moral reasoning 

alone, but doubtful if we take into account also the mixture of irrationality and rationality in 

our nature.  He outlined the history of vegetarianism from the Hindu Upanishads to the 21st 
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Century. From the 1970s the number of vegetarians in the Western world has significantly 

increased, principally for four reasons: health, ecology, sentimentality and a deeper concern 

for the welfare of animals. He considered each, including the highly contentious issue of 

animal rights as a civilising effect upon man’s behaviour. 

  

Niall explained the arguments of R G Frey, T Regan and Peter Singer for treating animals as 

part of the moral community - their inherent value as subjects-of-a-life and their position in 

the hierarchy of the moral community at whose pinnacle the human being stands. He 

suggested that the dispensation we are left with is a moral community consisting of subjects-

of-a-life, and a hierarchy of self-conscious experience that helps us differentiate between 

members of this community in rational and ethical terms. He suggested that Lori Gruen’s 

view has merit: we should look to the concept of sympathy to temper the sharpness of reason 

alone. Kinship and closeness cannot but impinge on our judgements and decisions; to balance 

reason with sympathy is our moral condition. The key is to achieve a sound balance: emotion 

without reason is chaotic and arbitrary, and reason without emotion is a place of cold 

austerity. The achievement of balance is problematic however; J Fisher, in 'Taking Sympathy 

Seriously', suggests that beings with whom we can sympathise must be morally considered. 

What then of intelligent animals with whom we cannot sympathise because they are too 

unfamiliar, too alien? Niall argued that lack of sympathy cannot be a good reason for ill-

treatment. 

  

One of our members dismissed all argument with the comment that humans are omnivores as 

a consequence of the evolutionary process and it is not unnatural nor ethically wrong for 

those at the top of the animal pyramid to prey on the lower, less intelligent and capable 

species; it is a process evident throughout the animal world of which humans are a part. The 

debate, you can imagine, was intense. 
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The following speakers have accepted invitations to visit us later this year: 

  Brenda Almond on 25th Oct. 

And in 2015: 

  Richard Norman on 28th Feb. 

  Michael Bavidge on 28th March. 

  Michael Langford on 16th May. 

  

John Garton-Jones 

  

 


